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1. Background
In October 2004, President Vásquez’s Frente
Amplio won the general election in Uruguay,
ending more than 150 years of two-party
dominance and reflecting a disillusionment with
the Colorado and National parties.  

The economic recession started in Uruguay in
1998 and, following events in Argentina, became
a financial crisis in 2002 when a number of banks
collapsed.  This had a dramatic impact on the
standard of living of many families as
unemployment rose from 10 to 17 per cent (with
less than a fifth entitled to unemployment
benefits) and those living in poverty jumped from
18 to 31 per cent between 1998 and 2003.  Those
living in extreme poverty doubled to reach 2.8 per
cent of the population by 2003.2 The crisis hit
those who were unemployed or self employed
hardest and household income fell by more than
20 per cent from 1998-2002.3 

However, the crisis has not had a serious impact
on social indicators like health and education,
which remain much better than other countries in
Latin America.  In 2003, 95 per cent of primary
school aged children were enrolled and nearly all
completed their education. Enrollment in
secondary school has also increased, but about
half drop out before completion - mostly from
poorer families.4

While Uruguay continues to have one of the most
equal income distributions in South America,
social exclusion is a problem, particularly for
Uruguayans of African descent, the rural poor,
young people and women.  Domestic violence is a
widespread problem with one survey recording
that 46 per cent of women married or living with a
partner had been subjected to domestic violence
in the previous year.5 Children are most affected
by poverty with some 50,000 minors neither
working nor studying and more than 50 per cent of
those living in poverty being less than 18.6

There has been a strong economic recovery in
2004 with GDP growth in double figures and
unemployment falling, but this had not fed
through to a reduction in poverty levels by the end
of 2005.

Development indicators1

Classified as a severely indebted
upper middle income economy
($3,256 - $10,065 GNI per capita).

Population: 3.4 million

Urban population: 93 per cent of
total population

GNI per capita: US$ 3,950

Poverty:  31 per cent of the total
population below the national
poverty line

Life expectancy: 75 years

Infant mortality: 12 per 1,000 live
births

Child malnutrition: Not available

Access to an improved water
source: 98 per cent of the
population

Illiteracy: 2 per cent of the
population over 14
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International standards

ILO Convention No. 29 on Forced or 
Compulsory Labour, 1929.

UN Supplementary Convention on the Abolition
of Slavery, the Slave Trade, and Institutions 
and Practices Similar to Slavery, 1956.

UN International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights, 1966. 

UN Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women, 1979.

UN International Convention on the Protection
of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and 
Their Families, 1990.

ILO Convention No. 182 on the Worst Forms 
of Child Labour, 1999.

UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish
Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and
Children, supplementing the Convention on
Transnational Organized Crime, 2000.

Uruguay’s adherence to some of the principal international
standards which prohibit contemporary forms of slavery 
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The NGO Gurises Unidos noted that it had
received reports relating to the use of child
labour in Tacurimbo and Fray Bentos which did
not appear to be isolated cases.  The children
were said to be working in dangerous conditions
clearing forests, allegedly for between 12-14
hours a day and sleeping in the woods.30 

The generalised nature of this information
indicates how little is currently known about the
circumstances in which children are working in
Uruguay.  The Government needs to define which
types of child labour it considers dangerous to
the health, safety or morals of children (as
required by ILO Convention No.182 on the worst
forms of child labour). Once it has done this it
should commission detailed research into the
relevant areas of economic activity (e.g.
domestic work) and establish effective labour
inspection systems to identify children who are
involved in the worst forms of child labour.

In 2000, the Government created a National
Committee for the Eradication of Child Labour
(Comité Nacional para la Erradicación del
Trabajo Infantil - CETI) which drew up an Action
Plan for the Prevention and Eradication of Child
Labour in Uruguay, 2003-2005.

The Plan shows the Government’s recognition of
a problem and a commitment to tackling it, as
does the approval in September 2004  of the
New Children’s Code (Ley 17.823, Codigo de la
Niñez y de la Adolescencia).  Article 161 of the
Code establishes 15 as the minimum age for
working , but exceptions are allowed.  However,
these exceptions are not defined and there is no
criteria for doing so.  Nor has the Government
defined the worst forms of child labour, as
required by ILO Convention 182.

While there are a number of good quality reports
on child labour in Uruguay,28  there is no research
available which would indicate how many
children are working in the unconditional worst
forms of child labour (i.e. the kind of work which
is analagous to slavery).  

As noted above, there is a clear problem with the
sexual exploitation of children, but there are also
indicators that children may be exposed to other
slavery like practices.  For example, in 1999,
UNICEF estimated that more than 25 per cent of
children working as domestics in Uruguay were
less than 10 years old.29 When young children
are living and working in other people’s homes
without regular contact with their family, they are
vulnerable to severe exploitation and forced
labour.  Non-governmental agencies have
estimated that up to three quarters of domestics
workers are of African descent. 

3. The worst forms of child labour in Uruguay

28
See for example, UNICEF, El trabajo infantil y adolescente en Uruguay y su impacto sobre la educación - Análisis de la situación en la década pasada y el

presente, UNICEF, Montevideo, January 2003 or José Enrique Fernández and Hugo del los Campos, Análisis de las políticas y programas sociales en Uruguay: la
acción pública para prevenir y combatir el trabajo de niños, niñas y adolescentes, ILO/IPEC, Lima, 2004.
29

The Protection Project at the John Hopkins University of Advanced International Studies, Trafficking in persons, especially women and children, in the countries
of the Americas, IOM, Chile, 2002, page 36.
30

Interview carried out by Anti-Slavery International, 14 November 2005.
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Uruguayan police arrested five people and
issued warrants for a further two individuals who
were suspected of trafficking Chinese migrants
into forced agricultural labour.  Four police and
immigration officials who were suspected of
corruption in relation to this case were also
removed from their positions.

In 2001, concerns were raised about Ecuadorian
children being trafficked to Uruguay who were
then involved in forced begging.33 In 2005, there
were still reports of cases involving Ecuadorian
and Colombian children between the ages of 10
and 18 who were brought to Uruguay and
worked in the streets selling textiles for four
years in very exploitative conditions.34  

The existence of child prostitution in Uruguay
could encourage both internal and cross border
trafficking.  There are indications that internal
trafficking of children is taking place for
prostitution in tourist zones like Costa de Oro,
Maldonado, Rocha and Colonia35 and the 2005
US State Department Report on Trafficking notes
that two traffickers were convicted for
prostituting minors in Uruguay.

4.2 The existing framework 
for tackling trafficking 

Work around trafficking in people is just
beginning in Uruguay.  At the end of 2005, there
was no detailed research into its incidence in
Uruguay and an absence of a 
co-ordinated strategy on trafficking, which
included specific prosecution, protection and
prevention components.

In 2004, the Crime Prevention Office started a
database to track trafficking-related cases.  This
is a positive measure, but given the low levels 

4.1 Uruguay: a source and 
destination country for 
trafficking of people 

Individual cases of trafficking for both labour
and sexual exploitation have been reported in
Uruguay for a number of years, but no
substantive research into the issue had been
carried out by the beginning of 2006.31 

As early as 1994 a trafficking case was brought
to public attention by a journalist.  The
Uruguayan woman involved was trafficked to
Italy prior to being taken on to her final
destination in the Middle East.  Since this time,
concerns about trafficking of Uruguayan women
to the US and Europe (particularly Italy and
Spain) have been raised periodically, with
traffickers often posing as “employment
agencies” and offering to arrange work abroad,
but then forcing women into prostitution.
UNICEF highlighted the trafficking of adults from
Punta del Este to Spain as being a particular
problem.32

In 2004, the Uruguayan police arrested a man in
connection with the trafficking of 13 Uruguayan
women into prostitution in Italy.  In 2005, the
IOM in Uruguay were directly involved with two
cases of women in their late 20s who were also
trafficked to Italy.  One of the women had been
promised domestic work, but was subsequently
forced into prostitution in Milan for a period of
four months during which time she became
prengant.  Interpol was involved with this case
and IOM assisted in the woman’s return to
Uruguay and and her subsequent reintegration.  

Trafficking for labour exploitation has also been
reported, including the trafficking of Chinese
migrants for work in the countryside in
Canelones in early 2004.  In January 2005, the

4. Trafficking in people

31
The IOM has commissioned some research into trafficking of persons for all forms of exploitation in Uruguay and this should be completed by the summer of

2006.
32 

Interview with Anti-Slavery International, 14 November 2005.
33

John Hopkins University of Advanced International Studies, Trafficking in persons, especially women and children, in the countries of the Americas, IOM, Chile,
2002, page 37.
34

Interview with Anti-Slavery International,  15 November 2005.
35

A. S. Rodolfo Martínez Martínez, Tráfico de Niños Con Fines de Explotación Sexual, op. cit., page 15.
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of awareness around what constitutes trafficking
and the absence of anti-trafficking legislation it
may not be very effective in terms of indicating
the scale and patterns of trafficking in Uruguay.

Trafficking of adults is not specifically addressed
by national legislation, which means that
Uruguay is not in compliance with the UN
Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish
Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and
Children, supplementing the Convention on
Transnational Organized Crime, 2000, despite
the fact that it has ratified this international
standard.

Uruguay’s 2004 law aganist the sexual
exploitation of children does allow for those who
traffic children into or out of the country for the
purposes of prostitution or sexual exploitation to
be punished with a prison sentence of between
two and 12 years.  However, this does not cover
internal trafficking or trafficking for forced labour
or services.  

The legal framework is therefore inadequate and
comprehensive anti-trafficking legislation is
urgently needed.  In drawing up this legislation,
the government should also set up specialised
services to assist trafficked people.  Current
services, such as free telephone lines only
provide generalised support to women or
children who are being mistreated and it is
unlikely that they would be in a position to assist
trafficked people.  

In September 2005, the IOM held a seminar on
the issue which included officials from the
departments for human rights, culture and the
judiciary.  More initiatives like this are needed to
train appropriate professionals, along with
education programmes to raise awareness of
trafficking amongst the general public.  The latter
is particularly important given the tendency to
deny that trafficking and exploitation of children
for both sexual and labour purposes could take
place in Uruguay.
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The publications listed below can be bought or
downloaded from Anti-Slavery International’s
website at: www.antislavery.org

This publication is part of a series of reports
that Anti-Slavery International is producing in
2006 on contemporary forms of slavery in Latin
America.  This series will include country
reports on: 
Argentina
Bolivia 
Brazil
Paraguay
Peru 

Maggie Black, Child Domestic Workers: 
A handbook on good practice in programme
interventions, Anti-Slavery International,
London, 2005.

Iveta Bartunkova, Protocol for the Identification
and Assistance of Trafficked Persons, Anti-
Slavery International, London, 2005.

Mike Kaye, The Migration-Trafficking Nexus:
Combating trafficking through the protection of
migrant’s human rights, Anti-Slavery
International, London, 2003

Binka Le Breton, Trapped: Modern-day slavery
in the Brazilian Amazon, LAB, London, 2003.
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